
Many states are ill prepared for infectious disease
threats, report finds
Michael McCarthy

Seattle

Many state public health programs lack the policies and capacity
needed for effective prevention and control of outbreaks of
infectious diseases, a new report concludes.1

The report, Outbreaks: Protecting Americans from Infectious
Diseases, was prepared by the Trust for America’s Health, a
non-partisan health policy organization, and the Robert Wood
Johnson Foundation, which focuses on health.
Although the federal government has a substantial role in
providing public health services in the United States, the primary
responsibility lies with the states, whose public health programs
vary widely.
In the report researchers scored the 50 US states and the District
of Columbia on whether they had in place 10 policies or
capacities thought to be essential for the prevention and control
of infectious disease. The 10 indicators were selected in
consultation with leading public health and healthcare officials
and included such factors as the state’s funding for public health,
laboratory capacity for detecting and tracking novel disease
outbreaks, vaccination coverage, Medicaid coverage of routine
HIV screening, and the required reporting of healthcare
associated infections.
By these measures New Hampshire achieved the highest score
of 8 out of 10, failing only in achieving the national targets for
whooping cough vaccination rates and failing to vaccinate at
least half of its population against seasonal influenza.
New Hampshire was followed by Connecticut, Delaware,
Minnesota, New York, North Carolina, Oregon, Rhode Island,
and Washington, which all achieved a score of 7. But most
states, 33, scored 5 or lower, with Georgia, Nebraska, and New
Jersey tying for last place, achieving just 2.
A third of states did not require healthcare facilities to report
healthcare associated infections, the study found. Only a quarter
of states successfully vaccinated at least half of their population

against flu. One third did not cover routine HIV screening
through their Medicaid programs. And over half of the state
public health laboratories had failed to evaluate their ability to
cope with a major crisis by testing their continuity of operations
plan with a drill or real event in the previous year.
The report blamed chronic underfunding for undermining the
nation’s public health readiness, citing an analysis by the New
York Academy ofMedicine that found a $20bn (£12bn; €14bn)
a year shortfall in spending on federal, state, and local public
health.
At the federal level, the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention has seen its funding fall from a high of $6.62bn in
2005 to $6.32bn in 2011 in inflation adjusted dollars, the report
said.
The combination of federal, state, and local budget cuts in recent
years has forced most public health programs to contract, the
report said. For example, in 2013 the Association of State and
Territorial Health Officials reported that 48 states, three US
territories, and Washington, DC, reported budget cuts and that
91% of state and territorial health agencies experienced job
losses through cuts and attrition.
The report concluded with a series of recommendations,
including the strengthening of basic capacities by maintaining
an expert workforce and providing staff with state of the art
facilities and tools; improving screening and vaccination
programs; and upgrading surveillance and laboratory
capabilities.

1 Trust for America’s Health, Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. Outbreaks: protecting
Americans from infectious diseases. Dec 2013. www.healthyamericans.org/reports/
outbreaks2013.
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